
The Ohio River
Over the centuries, American 
Indians, French, English, Spanish, 
and Americans, have sought for 
control of the mighty Ohio River. 
Whoever controlled the river, held 
a strategic and economic 
advantage.



After Kentucky, Ohio, Indiana and 
Illinois became states, they have 
litigated over where the “exact” state 
boundaries of the Ohio River were, 
and are. Years of litigation have taken 
place and issues continue today. 
following is a sampling of newspaper 
articles from 1820 to the present day. 



March 14, 1820
It was determined by the United States 
Supreme Court in Handly’s Lessee v. 
Anthony (1820), 18 U.S. 374, that Indiana’s 
southern boundary extended only to the 
northern bank of the Ohio River and not to 
the middle of the river.



May 20, 1890
Handly’s Lessee v. Anthony conclusion was reaffirmed in Indiana 
v. Kentucky (1890), 136 U.S. 479, and the boundary was 
established at the low water mark at the northern bank of the 
Ohio River in 1792, the year of Kentucky’s statehood.



May 19,1896
In 1896, the United 
States Supreme Court, 
in Indiana v. Kentucky
(1896), 163 U.S. 520, 
fixed the Indiana-
Kentucky boundary for 
approximately 3.6 miles 
in Vanderburgh County. 
This “Green River 
Island” dispute, caused 
by the change in the 
channel of the Ohio 
River, was settled by a 
survey under the 
authority of C.C. 
Genung for the 
commissioners 
appointed by the United 
States Supreme Count.



February 24, 1904
In the case of Wedding v. Meyler
(1904), 192 U.S. 573, “concurrent 
jurisdiction” over the Ohio River
was given respectively to 
Kentucky and Indiana by the 
Virginia Compact, 1789. 



December 8, 
1937



June 4, 1939
“Indiana is trying to gain 
territorial possession of a 
2,000 acre no man’s land, 
the Dade park area near 
Evansville, from 
Kentucky. Green River 
island, on this side the 
Ohio river, is not policed. 
Kentucky authorities 
overlook it and Indiana 
police have no authority.
Evansville claims it is a 
hot bed of vice and 
lawlessness. Gambling, 
dancing, and liquor 
resorts run wide open.”



1940

November 27, 1940
“The first matter the Governors 
will discuss will be a survey to 
determine the exact status of the 
Evansville waterfront. Kentucky 
often has claimed that a part of 
the Evansville waterfront, as well 
as all of the river, is part of 
Kentucky land.
The Evansville water supply 
comes from pipes laid in the Ohio 
River, and on these pipes 
Evansville must pay taxes to 
Kentucky.”



December 20,1940
“. . . officials of the Bluegrass 
state made it clear that they 
would not cede one foot of no 
man’s land at Evansville, but will 
arbitrate the question of a new 
boundary line.”



February 3, 1941
“At least 4,085 acres of the 
sandbar oil land, some of which 
is under water, is believed to 
belong to Indiana and 
sovereign right to the land is 
important to both states if rich 
oil deposits materialize, 
because lucrative oil territory 
yields large amounts of taxes.
Settlement of the dispute, 
however, believed to have 
been started on its way at a 
conference of Governors of the 
two states last December, now 
seems to be bogging down.”



February 21, 1942
“The boundary line proposed in a bill . . . would make the boundary follow 
the one established by the United States Supreme Court decision in 1896 . 
. . . Kentucky’s proposal would fix the boundary  . . . . so that the 
Evansville water works would be nearly a quarter of a mile from the 
boundary.”



May 25,1943
“The new boundary, as 
established by identical laws 
enacted by the Indiana and 
Kentucky general assemblies, 
generally affects only the 
ground on which the Evansville 
power plant is located. A 
change in the river’s course 
left the plant within the state of 
Kentucky and brought about 
the conferences which resulted
in the boundary legislation.” 
The state laws would only take 
effect if ratified by the U.S. 
Congress.



July 1, 1943
“The agreement gave Kentucky
several hundred acres north of the 
Ohio, including Dade park race 
track near Henderson.” Kentucky 
got most of Green River  Island.



January 15, 1963



July 27,1971
A new Indiana port. 
The same old question.



December 2, 
1971



February 24, 1978



April 6, 1978



December 21,1978



July 22, 1981



November 5, 1985 And yet again!



Indiana is not the only state that 
has found itself engaged in 
litigation with Kentucky over the 
boundaries of the Ohio River. 
Illinois and Ohio have at one time 
or another found themselves 
disputing Kentucky’s claim to the 
Ohio River.



January 7, 1990



February 11, 2008
In 2007, Steve Shafer, an Ohio 
native, raised a huge boulder 
from the bottom of the Ohio 
River. For over a century, the 
boulder has been known as 
Indian Head Rock, because of 
what some believe are Indian 
lithic carvings.  Modern dams on 
the Ohio River left the rock 
submerged in thirty feet of 
water.
Immediately, Kentucky 
demanded the rock, stating the 
Ohio River bed belonged to 
Kentucky and therefore, the 
rock was Kentucky’s property.
Kentucky’s General Assembly 
even passed a resolution 
condemning the
act of piracy



June 20, 2008
And so, the Ohio River 
boundary dispute goes 
on!
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